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To our ears and eyes this vision that the Lord presented to the Old Testament prophet 

Ezekiel comes across as creepy, spooky, haunting, and unsettling.  Imagine the scene of 

devastation described in the opening verses we heard this morning.  There Ezekiel stands, in a 

valley full of bones.  Ribs, femurs, skulls – bones are scattered everywhere.  These bones are old.  

They are dry.  And they are lifeless. 

 

What was God telling the prophet and God’s people through such a grim, forbidding and 

forsaken image?  Was this a message of intimidation, terror and warning?  Was God trying to 

tell the people that this is their fate if they don’t shape up?   

 

God wasn’t using this image of a valley filled with dry bones to terrorize the people.  

That wasn’t necessary.  They were already there.  Those dry bones represented the people of 

Israel.  They had been conquered by the Babylonians, separated from one another, marched into 

exile, and cut off from God and everything they’d known, loved, and treasured.  The time for 

threats and warnings had long ago passed.  The bones were dry and dead, just like the people 

they symbolized. 

 

So if terror wasn’t God’s aim, what was God seeking to accomplish with this vision of 

dry bones?  Well, believe it or not, God was sending a message of hope and new life, and a sign 

of grace and forgiveness.  That is indeed the Good News we find planted amidst those dry bones.  

But to grasp this, we’ll first need to walk a few miles in the shoes of the people of Israel by 

attempting to understand what it means to be an exile. 

 

It all started about 600 years prior to the birth of Jesus, as the people of Israel were 

violently forced from the homes they loved and the land they treasured.  The Book of Ezekiel 

chronicles a defeated and broken people who had been militarily vanquished, brutally occupied, 

and viciously stripped of their power, wealth and dignity.  Many of their leaders, including the 

prophet Ezekiel himself, were forcibly marched for months and months over a thousand miles to 

a foreign land while their friends, family and countrymen languished at home, obligated to work 

like dogs for their Babylonian conquerors.  The people of Israel had become as lifeless and 

hopeless as dry bones. 

 

In my youth, the concept of exile was a very distant and foreign one.  I associated exiles 

with the two most evil movements of the 20th century, Nazism and Communism.  I remember 

seeing grainy black and white film footage of terrified people carrying knapsacks containing the 

last remnants of their earthly possessions, as they rushed through cities, fields and forests to 
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escape the murderous invaders mounted on armored cars and tanks, mere miles behind them.  

The people looked scared, exhausted, and on the edge of starvation.  Their clothes were torn and 

dirty.  Their lives as they knew them were over.  Families, neighborhoods and communities were 

separated and dispersed into a chaotic, mob-like mess.  These exiles desperately pressed forward 

because they were being hunted and stalked like animals.  People who once dreamed of careers, 

newborn babies, college degrees, and quiet retirements were now satisfied just to survive one 

more day.  Gradually but progressively, they surrendered to despair.  The blank stares on their 

faces, as captured in those old movies, left no doubt that those exiles had become as lifeless and 

hopeless as dry bones.   

 

In years past when I’ve preached on this lesson, even with those old newsreel images in 

mind, I’ve struggled to identify with exile and I think most of my listeners did too.  Oh there 

were some – especially those from the Greatest Generation – the World War Two generation – 

who understood the disruption, danger, and fear that naturally arose from an epic, global war.  

But nearly 80 years later, the word “exile” fell on deaf ears for most of us.  It didn’t really 

resonate with us and our experiences.   

 

I think all of that has begun to change now with the coronavirus pandemic.  The fact that 

you are watching this on a screen instead of hearing it in-person at Grace Lutheran is evidence of 

our strange and challenging times as we lament our exile from church.  We are likewise feeling 

an exile from many of our family members and friends.  The quick trip to the store we so easily 

took for granted isn’t possible now because the stores are closed.  That’s a feeling of exile.  

Grocery store shelves are plundered because of quarantine fears.  That’s an experience of exile.  

And even when we walk in our neighborhood, I, the raging extrovert who loves to talk to others, 

find myself crossing the street in order to avoid being in proximity to someone who might be 

carrying the virus.  That feels like a form of exile too.  Some days it seems like we’re being 

stalked by a silent, invisible, viral enemy and it can leave us feeling exhausted, frightened, and 

overwhelmed.  Sometimes we feel as lifeless and hopeless as dry bones. 

 

Stranded in exile, surrounded by the dry, dead bones of despair and hopelessness, and cut 

off from any vision of a future filled with hope and joy, we may even often find ourselves 

uttering the very words that Ezekiel’s people had said, as recorded in verse 11: “Our bones are 

dried up, and our hope is lost; we are cut off completely.”   

 

But when all hope seems lost, God comes to us and makes us whole.  Just as God 

reattached bone-to-bone in Ezekiel’s vision, God gives us assurance that God will bring us home 

and reconnect us to our church, our family, our friends, and our community.  And just as God 

renewed those bones with sinews, flesh and skin, God renews us with a fresh understanding that 

in the midst of all of life’s exiles, we have inherent worth, dignity, and purpose simply because 

we are God’s beloved children. 

 

In Ezekiel’s vision, God took those recreated but motionless bodies and gave them new 

life by breathing into them.  In Jesus Christ, God is filling us with holy breath too, breath that 

enables us to see that in the midst of this coronavirus challenge, there is also holy opportunity to 

be more connected as a church congregation, to give faith and church attendance renewed 

priority in our lives, to truly treasure the gift of friends and community, and to give greater 
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thanks for people whom for too long we’ve  taken for granted in our society – people like 

doctors, nurses, and CNAs, grocery store clerks, truck drivers, postal workers, sanitation 

workers, and so many others who’ve always been essential to us but who now finally carry that 

explicit label as they put themselves in harm’s way for us. 

 

As Ezekiel’s vision ended, God promised to bring the Children of Israel up from their 

graves of despair, to end their exile, and to bring them back home.  That promise is ours as 

well… because in the dry bones of Ezekiel’s vision, God reveals not only the brokenness of our 

present, but the joyous new life God has in mind for our future.  Friends, these dry bones are 

rattling, but their melody is not a dirge of defeat.  That rattling is the song of forgiveness.  That 

rattling is a hymn of grace.  That rattling is an anthem of God’s love for us.  That rattling is a 

chorus of joy and hope in Jesus Christ.  That rattling is the song of the end of exile.  Thanks be to 

God!  Amen. 


